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ABSTRACT 



This paper addresses the potential impact of Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) on the incidence of child maltreatment. 
Potential risks include maltreatment related to poverty, loss of benefits 
because of sanctions or time limits, and problems finding child care. While 
the total number of substantiated cases of maltreatment decreased in 1999, 
the estimated number of children in foster care grew significantly. This may 
demonstrate that TANF is having no negative impact on the rates of child 
abuse and neglect, or it may reflect alternative case handling. Research 
raises red flags suggesting that policies adopted under TANF may be 
increasing children's risk of maltreatment. For example, grant reductions are 
associated with increased entry into child welfare; subsequent employment in 
light of welfare losses may influence the likelihood of Child Protective 
Services involvement; increased proportions of working single mothers are 
associated with increased rates of neglect; and a comprehensive package of 
welfare reforms may increase maltreatment rates. Recommendations include 
focusing TANF on the reduction of child and family poverty and considering 
additional measures of welfare reform's success. Three appendices present an 
overview of TANF, major child welfare programs, and child welfare provisions 
in the 1986 welfare law. (SM) 
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Introduction 



In 2002, Congress must reauthorize the nation’s welfare program, Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). As the reauthorization debate gets underway, 
there are likely to be many discussions about various impacts of the law. A critical 
component of those discussions ought to include consideration of the law’s impact on 
children and their families. 

There are many ways in which TANF could influence the well-being of children 
and families. One way is through TANF’s effects on the incidence of child abuse and 
neglect. Aside from increasing or decreasing maltreatment, 1 TANF could influence the 
child welfare system and its ability to respond to the needs of vulnerable children and 
families by: enhancing or diminishing funding for child welfare services; encouraging or 
discouraging collaboration between child welfare and TANF agencies, and expanding or 
limiting services available to kinship care families. This paper addresses only the 
potential impact of TANF on the incidence of child maltreatment. 2 The goal is to clarify 
what the research reveals about whether welfare reform generally, and TANF policies 
and programs in particular, have increased or decreased child abuse and neglect. In order 
to understand the ways in which TANF might impact the incidence of child abuse and 
neglect, it is important to understand the social policy changes that have occurred in the 
last five years. 



1 The term maltreatment is used in this article to refer to child abuse and/or neglect. 

2 Additional papers addressing the other three issues are planned for release over the next year. 
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What is the Current Social Policy Context? 

In the last decade, a sea change in provision of social services has occurred. In 
many respects the new policies have rested on the premise that, as a society, we should 
aid vulnerable families, but that the assistance should be time limited, so that families 
will move on to provide for themselves and meet their own needs. This philosophy has 
played out slightly differently in the public assistance and child welfare systems, but its 
influence can be seen in both systems. 

With the adoption of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996, 3 the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 
program, which long guaranteed aid to very poor children and their families, was 
repealed and replaced with the TANF program. 4 With limited exceptions, federal cash 
assistance is now available for no more than five years and it is no longer an entitlement. 
States are under no federal obligation to provide assistance to any child or family. Under 
TANF, adults who do receive such assistance face work and other “personal 
responsibility” requirements and confront sanctions for failure to comply with these 
requirements. 

At the same time, states have much more flexibility to provide a wide range of 
services to needy families, including: child care, transportation assistance, job training, 
mental health and substance abuse services, family planning and teen pregnancy 



3 42 U.S.C. 601 et seq., P.L. 104-193. In addition to fundamentally altering the nation’s welfare program, 
the 1996 law made major changes affecting child support enforcement, child care, child welfare, Medicaid, 
the Food Stamp Program, disability benefits for children, and the eligibility of immigrants for federal, state 
and local benefits. The law prompted new and intensified discussions about non-marital births, fathers, 
marriage and family formation. The law also reduced federal requirements and protections for individuals 
while expanding state discretion and flexibility in numerous aspects of social policy. For an overview of the 
law’s changes and potential impacts in these areas. See . Greenberg, M., Levin-Epstein, J., Hutson, R., 
Ooms, T., Schumacher, R., Turetsky, V., & Engstrom, D. Welfare Reauthorization: An Early Guide to the 
Issues , Center for Law and Social Policy, 2000, http://www.clasp.org . 
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